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This paper will question the widely accepted position that there is a need for widespread, scientific
literacy that spans a broad range of topics if that literacy lacks the conceptual depth, and/or intellectual
rigor,  to provide any basis for rational,  scientifically  informed, choices.  The paper will  present an
argument that, in fact, it would be more effective if functional, widespread, scientific literacy were only
taught in Key Stage 3 (age 11–14)where it would focus almost exclusively and in greater depth on
those areas of science relating to human health with some basic chemistry and physics – the biggest
of the ’big ideas’. With science in Key Stage 4 (age 15-16) reverting back to a more traditional ‘science
for the future scientist’ and that studying biology, chemistry and physics at Key Stage 4 would become
an option rather than a core requirement. We will also argue that, in a ‘black box’ technological world,
individuals can be, and indeed are, very effective users of technology, and the underlying science,
without the need for them to be scientifically literate.
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Introduction
Other than the occasional dissenting voice [1] there is a shared belief within the scientific and science
education  communities   [2]  of   the  need  for  wide-spread scientific   literacy.  This  article  argues   that





based,   choices  but  only  in   a  narrow  range  of   socio-scientific   issues.  These   issues  would   focus
primarily on human biology, along with some aspects of chemistry and physics – the biggest of the ‘big
ideas’ [3], all of which could be taught by the end of KS3 (age 11-14). With the teaching of tightly
focused scientific   literacy completed by  the age of  14,  biology,  chemistry and physics would,   like












The economic argument 










provides   industry  with  employees  with  essential   levels  of  useable  scientific   knowledge  and  skills














the viability  of carbon capture for  fossil  fuel power station alternatives and for the safe storage of
nuclear waste – including an understanding of half life  –  for nuclear power station alternatives. 

















subsequently   utilise   in   decision  making   about   science   related   issues   at   an   individual   level   (for
example, nutrition, health and safety) thereby enabling them to make rational, scientifically, informed
choices as consumers [8].
However,   consumer  choices  often  appear   to  be  based  on  a  host  of  different   factors,  other   than
scientific knowledge, and the need for scientific knowledge in everyday life situations seems to be
overly  exaggerated.  There   is  no  evidence  that  physicists,   for  example,  have  fewer  car  accidents









argued   that  a   scientifically  educated   individual  –   it   is   unclear  what   level  of   science  education   is
required   –   would   feel   less   alienated   from   science   and   scientific   research,   and   perhaps   better
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air,  but  also moves very rapidly  through it,  either does not even occur  to  them or,   if   it  does,  the
answers are simply of no interest to them?
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